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What Have We Learned About
Creating Inclusive Elementary Schools?

Susan Shapiro-Barnard, Frank Sgambati,
Beth Dixon, and Grace Nelson

Robert Coles (1989) began his book, The Call of Stories: Teaching and the
Morel Imagination, with a description of his work as an intern at a psychiatric
hospital. He wrote about the two supervisors with whom he was assigned (o
meet each week to report on his patients. The first doctor asked him about his
diagnosis of the patients’ conditions. This docter wanted labels, terms, num-
bers, and psychiatric definitions. The second doctor, Coles recalled, was
strangely uninterested in such conclusions. Instead he urged Coles to gather
the patients’ stories—not merely the histories composed during preliminary
interviews, but the true stories of his patients’ lives. He suggested that Coles
might learn more by respecting ambiguity rather than by denying it, by
embracing the details that initially seem trivial, and by recognizing that con-
clusions of any kind are seldom final. When reading about how Coles followed
this second doctor’s wise advice and listened 1o the stories of his patients, one
becomes unexpectedly suspicious of black-and-white charts, graphs, and sum-
maries and surprisingly confident in the gray area that lies among them.

This chapter describes in a broad sense what we—the authors of this
chapter and the people with whom we worked to support inclusion in New
Hampshire—have collectively learned about creating inclusive elementary
schools. Although there certainly is sufficient information to be quantified, we
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have chosen to share what we have learned through four personal stories, one
from each of the authors of this chapter. It is our hope hat, as was the case
for Coles, these stories will allow for a more meaningful exchange of infor-
mation than might occur were we to simply list, graph, and chart our experi-
ences thus far. The stories are interspersed with some general commentary
aboul where we have been, what we have learned, and what we are still trying
to understand,

Our vision is that all students with disabilities can be supported to learn
and grow in general education classes alongside their peers. Many aspects of
our educational system, on the local and state levels, do not support that vision.
Therefore, our work on the behalf of students with disabilities has needed to
be of a systemic nature. It began with courageous and committed families and
educators who dreamed of new possibilities for children and schools. Over the
years the nature of the work has changed, but the heart of the effort remains
the same. We are strongly interested in making schools welcoming places.

Four stories follow. We begin with Frank, an inclusion facilitator wha,
years ago, worked in an institution. His tale chronicles some of the history of
education for students with disabilities in New Hampshire and reminds us of
how far we have come, as well as how far we still have to go. Next, we look at
inclusion through the eyes of Beth, a parent, who trusted her sense about what
her son’s education could and should be, even when professionals told her it
was not possible. Her story illustrates the power of a vision. The third story is
that of Susan, a former special education teacher, who, by having more ques-
lions than answers, realized the bottom-line difference between mainstreaming
and inclusion. Her story is a reminder that belonging cannot be conditional.
Grace tells the final story. She is a general education third-grade teacher who
demonstrates that what students need most is a teacher who cares, works with
dignity, and is courageous enough to learn as much as he or she teaches.

WE'VE COME A LONG WAY: AN INCLUSION FACILITATOR'S STORY

A Field Trip, 1969

As a college sophomore, | participated in a field trip to an institution. |
was not prepared for the experience. | walked by classes of young chil-
dren who ran out into the halls to greet us and passed what staff called
the “behavior mod” unit, where children sat on the floor afong a cinder
block wall. They had rags tied around their heads. These children, I was
told, were called “the head bangers” and they were in “therapy.” It was
explained to me that when a child did not bang his or her head or
engage in some other self-abusive behavior for a predetermined number
of seconds, he or she would be rewarded with a small chocolate candy.
It was hard to observe and even harder to understand what was going
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on in the minds of the staff members who watched a child hurt him- or
herself and then calmly intervene. None of it made sense to me.

Perhaps the first thing we have learned about creating inclusive schools
is that we can never go back. We can never retumn to the practices that Frank
describes—which we learned to call “educational” and to regard as being a
good idea. It is frightful to recognize that most people were doing the best that
they knew how, just as we proclaim to be doing today.

Self-Contained Special Education, 1973
A few years after college | began work as an assistant teacher in a
school located in a church basement. My class consisted of 10 students,
ranging in age from 5 to 11, who didn’t meet the public schoof systern’s
criteria for entry into its special education program. It was easy to
become involved in the lives of these incredible children both in and
out of the classroom. On weekends | would make home visits, often lis-
tening to parents tell of the hopes and dreams they held for their sons
and daughters. I didn’t realize then that most of the world did not share
these visions. In school we had worked on “self-help skills,” “preaca-
demic skills,” and “socially appropriate behaviors.” These were the skills
we thought children needed to enable the parents’ dreams to come true.
One day a group of local high school students provided me with a
dose of reality. My students and | were out walking in the community,
and as we passed the local high school, several students began to whis-
per and make comments: “Look at that one!” “What's wrong with this
one?” | soon realized why they made these comments. The students at
the local high schoo! had never met the students with disabilities who
lived in their town. The children in my class had been separated from
their peers without disabilities from the start. Although many shopkeep-
ers, neighbors, members of the church, and others went out of their way
to be friendly, their friendliness was born of sympathy. The chifdren in
my class were not valued as individuals in the community. No one
looked at any of them and saw a future.

Frank's experience with the students from the local high school speaks
directly to one of the greatest limitations of segregated education. Children are
divided and hidden from one another so that adults can be more comfortable.
Clearly, we must respond by building the capacity of our schools and commu-
nities to support and value all children. This is surely a worthy goal.

Perhaps it is also a goal that has a corollary. Think for a moment about
the business world. Corporate leaders, looking Lo revitalize their organizations,
often strategize ways to fire employees who are perceived as no longer con-
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tributing to the forward movement of the company. Increasingly, however,
leaders have learned that more important than determining how to excuse the
“dead wood” of the organization is determining how that dead wood came to
be. What in the organization’s culture created it?

What does this example have to do with inclusive education? Although
countless individuals work to learn all they can about creating schools in
which all students belong and although this chapter is dedicated to this effort,
working to understand how segregated education came 1o be i

5 equally impor-
tant. Otherwise, it might happen again.

Laconia State School and Training Center, 1978

After receiving a graduate degree, | accepted a position as a teacher at
Laconia State School and Training Center—at that time, New
Hampshire’s institution for people with intellectual disabilities. For the
first two years | taught in the Tol Complex, which was the institution’s
school, My involvement, however, went far beyeond the classroom.
Laconia wasn't just a school for individuals with severe disabilities, it
was their home. Each child had his or her own stary of abandonment, _
fove, abuse, or hope.

{ remember Ross, one of my students. On a few occasions, | would |
awaken on a Saturday morning to a pounding on my door. Even though
! lived several miles from the institution, { knew that the knock belonged
to Ross. After visiting my house once on a field trip, he began to see my
home as a possible escape. A call to let the school know where Ross
was, a conversation, and some breakfast were inevitably followed by the
trip back, complete with my halfhearted admenishment for Ross not to
run away again. We both knew | reafly didnt mean it.

Several years after | began working at Laconia, the deinstitutional-
ization exodus began. The process was difficult and at times just as
devaluing as the past had been., Well-intentioned professionals
“shopped” for the individuals with pretty faces and quiet mannerisms;
these people would be the first to leave. The rationale at the time was
that these individuals could be integrated into the community more eas-
ily, as the public would be more accepting. The selection process was
difficult to watch—as though you were seeing your own child being the

fast to be chosen for a team, over and over again.

f left Laconia in 1987, Before doing so, | had the opportunity to
visit a number of former residents who now were living in the commu-
nity. Though the closing of the institution was a victory, some individu-
als’ situations were only stightly better than what they had left behind.
tsofation and loneliness were a way of life for some. The closing of the
institution’s doors—doors that absolutely needed to be closed—did not
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guarantee that other doors would open for the former residents. There
was much work to be done.

‘We have learned and are still learning that systems n:pumm is anmh._m:
the mere cessation of one system; it’s Eo. mi::m:mo:m n_.amco_z of mﬁﬂm_o A_uMm
new. We leamned this when we closed :._wcﬂ.::on doors, and we ﬁ”a: [ s 1o aw
when we place students with disabilities in m.w:n.ﬂm_ macom:os_ﬂn mmwwm o
not adequately address their support needs. .: is noaao_w nsm”M :m:ﬂ o
meaningful experiences for children do not just smvvnm_. t mx wﬂ:ELm e
grown and developed by adults. So when we fail 6 @o this wor _o Suldvation
in schools, students with disabilities are at risk of living on an is m._w _5: c sea
of their inclusive classroom. This is true regardless of how beautiful the clast
photograph might be.

New Hampshire Department of Education, 1988 . N
! was hired by the New Hampshire Department of m&cnma:o: mm\wmﬂn
and only state consultant for students labeled as :ms.:_m mo.ms.m.ww o
“profound” disabilities. These students were :05\. being educa M o e
public schools, and school personnel needed m@&m:nm. I provi M 5ol
tance to classroom teachers and special m..u_:ﬂm:o”a teams 3_1__0:h ou
state regarding inclusion and least xm&:.n:,.\m m.:<=.o:3m:m. ﬁﬂnm o
responsible for overseeing two demonstration .nw._.o\mnmm suppo _.m"mm.n.._..
dents with severe disabilities in general education n..mmmwooﬂm” I3 addi
tion, | acted as the liaison between the Um.cmna.mi of Education
New Hampshire Statewide Systems D:m:mm I.‘Qmﬂ. red o
A great deal of planning and discussion in those days M.mw: nmn.ﬁwm!..
bringing students who attended separate mn_:oo_._m.maq ocﬁu .ﬁ.w. a ° re
dential facilities back into their home communities. The battles ere
often emotional, and the decisions—to come an.» home or aM:._mu_:
an institution—were often made by lawyers and judges who barely
»:mﬁ__hbwmﬂwh__ﬂ&m:nm@ my involvement with school districts o:.WSMRM .
with parents who were frustrated that their sons or D.m_..__hrhm__a s\m_.ﬂa eing
educated in a segregated rather than a general education c mmm_“.oo Q.h._a
And finally, some parents, whose children m‘wmmo._\ :m& wmun.: place e
general education classrooms, requested mmm..ﬂm:n.m with _d..mmﬁm::,r
children’s related services into the general education curriculum.

Belonging is something that we have needed ﬂ.o learn a _op. muo:”_. a”_:wc:ﬂ“m
often tied belonging and placement together. Doing so really is not har ‘ Mon-
tify at first, but on closer inspection may .Bm_ﬁ o:..w Eamzao a mqosm.n conr
nection between the two than actually exists. Having a child move fro
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institution to the local school may have appeared to be an invitation to the
child to belong, but the segregated classroom in that school where he or she
ended up spending the day solidly reconstructed past segregation. Welcoming
students with disabilities into general education classrooms is a closer approx-
imation of belonging but often still is incomplete. Frequently, when push
comes to shove, and a class meeting occurs at the same time that a student with
disabilities is scheduled to receive physical therapy, the meeting may continue
without him or her and without anyone’s even acknowledging that this exclu-
sion is happening. What was hoped 10 be belonging proves only to be situa-
tional membership. Here’s another scenario: A student with disabilities is a
full-time member of a general education classroom, supports are provided, and
related services are integrated. She has a desk Just like her classmates, uses a
gym locker, and is a member of a Brownie troop—she even gets in trouble dur-
ing class sometimes. But she does not belong. How do we know? Because she
shows us—with her eyes, as she watches her peers giggling and holding hands
as they run by her, and with a cringe on her face as she hears her teacher apol-
ogize, once again, for forgetting to include her in the class project. It does not
yet seem that we know how 1o respond.

Inclusion Facilitator, 199711
After almost 4 years at the New Hampshire Department of Education, |
accepted a position as inclusion facilitator in the Kearsarge Regional
School District. | was excited because ! wanted an opportunity to reaffirm
for myself that afl kids could really and truly be fully included in every
aspect of the school environment. My job was to work with classroom
teachers to support students with disabilities in general education classes.
In September | walked into Simands Elementary School, in Warner,
New Hampshire, and was greeted by a teacher at the door with her arms
folded telling me that she was a wreck and hadn’t slept for days in antici-
pation of the first day of school when Abby would arrive in her class-
room. She went on to tell me she never saw Abby’s individualized
education program (IEP), hadn’t met the classroom assistant, didn’t know
how or what to teach this student, and so forth. Listening to this frantic

'An nclusion facilitator’s job is to support classroom teachers to educate students
with disabilities in general education classrooms. The inclusion facilitator wsually
retains the responsibilities of service coordination, or case management, for a student,
but provides little or no direct instruction. Instead, this person meets with the classroom
teacher and the assistant (if one is assigned) to plan modifications to classroom lessons
and activities that can enable the student to participate fully and leam. The role of the
inclusion facilitator is vital 1o the success of inclusive education, yet we have wondered
whether this role, over time, might perpetuate the separateness of two educational SYS$-
tems. In New Hampshire, educators in this role are supported with training, technical

assistance, and, most recently, a graduate specialization program at the University of
New Hampshire.
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teacher, | vowed to myself that this would never rmjbm:. m..m.mh.:. E the
future, all teachers who had a student with severe disabilities m_._mmﬁ:ma_ to
their class would have the opportunity to observe the student in his or her
current classroom, participate in the writing of the IEF, attend workshops
and training sessions, and visit other inclusive schools and classrooms
prior to the start of the school year. These hm....n.:.m.__.m would E_..ao be guaran-
teed planning time with me (the inclusion mmﬁhw_:maa and with other wc_c-
port staff. If a paraprofessional was assigned, time S\.QCE. be m:n.u:n.n.u_ or
the teacher to meet with this person as well. Arranging all of this was not
an easy task, but we did it—and it worked. It worked very well.

In this instance, Frank was able to recognize the teacher’s ﬁnn::mm as Emamms_—n
anxiety at the onset of what would be, for her, a new experience. vqomnmm_oﬂﬂ s,
however, have sometimes regarded colleagues Ern.. are Fearful and angry a . ut
students with disabilities entering general education classrooms as uncaring,
rude, or even unfit for the profession. In some schools there has been an _”.z%o-
ken expectation that a “good teacher” will welcome every student without a
’s hesitation. o
Eo_,:w___.. ”.mmh_omvnor we have realized that our nc:nmw:o.m who asked, “Why is _w
that you want this student to be in my class? What will m_._n .ﬁEanE get o_:_o
it? What am I supposed io teach her?” were not :mn..wmmm:_w. trying to keep mzcl
dents with disabilities out. Instead, their personal v:__oﬂ.ﬁg_ m:ozw_w _._n_m that
all students in their classes must leamn, and they took this seriously. The EQﬂ.
duction of a student whom the teacher perceived that he or she could not teach,
made the teacher feel fear—not necessarily fear of the student—but _..E:.ﬂ. a
fear of his or her own professional failure. This deepened F._H._ao_‘mﬁm.:&:m as
enabled us to offer supports that are more meaningful, positive, and relevant
than the supports that we may have offered in the past.

A clear shared vision, administrative __.:_\o?m:..m:.u.m:ﬂ.m strong
teamn that values the parents as full members afl were m\ﬁ:__mnm.:a factors
in success at Kearsarge. Flexibility—the attitude 3m.~ it’s okay if mOBm-r
thing doesn’t work because we can just try something m_wm.l_w.mu m_wﬂ_wﬁ er
key element. As a team, we believed that no oa.m person :m& m.: of t in
answers but that collectively our knowledge, skifl, and nﬂwm:_\:% wou
enable us to be successful. Perhaps most mmmm::a....\. to the inclusive com-
munity we established was the shared responsibility that every educator

felt for every student.

The role of an inclusion facilitator as a change agent is no:._.v_ox. It is
important to support classroom teachers as much as womm&_n. and to __m.nns care-
fully to a variety of ideas and perspectives. At the same time, the inclusion
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facilitator must remain absolutely clear about the goal of full inclusion—
regardiess of his or her colleagues’ views—and must have a range of strategies
for reaching that goal.

Children have moved out from behind locked metal doors to school play-
m_.o_._sn_m and general education classrooms, their rightful place. Our challenge
is to make sure that this place works for them and for all children. It has been
argued that true school reform is not possible until all students are included in
the school community. Therefore, it is essential that advocates of inclusion and
educators who are passionate about school restructuring work collaboratively
o create a singular vision for school communities that encompasses both
equity and excellence.

THE JOURNEY HOME: A PARENT'S STORY?

Qur family has shared many adventures. Our yvoungest child, Andrew,
has led us through one of our more significant journeys. Andrew was
born a beautiful blonde with blue eyes, weighing 8 pounds and 7
ounces. My husband, Will, and | and our three other children welcomed
Andrew with the greatest of joy. Our children looked at him in awe and
anticipated the fun they would have watching him grow, smile, walk,
and talk. As a family, we talked about all of the cute things that babies
say and do, and { recalled for my children stories about each of them as
bhabies.

When Andrew was 7 months of age, we were thrown into a
strange and unfamiliar world of disbelief, a world in which we felt
incompetent and powerless. Andrew had been diagnosed as ha ving
cerebral palsy, and our voyage took its first detour. He started in an early
intervention program and was provided with physical, occupational,
and speech-language therapy. We waited and hoped that he would
somehow be “fixed” and become once again the child we all felt we
had lost. We waited.

During the course of the next 2 years, | realized that we hadn't jost
anyone. Andrew was the same beautiful child | had brought home from
the hospital. He had the same needs that all children have—to be fed,
taken to the park, played with, read to, and loved and cared for by his
family and close friends. He didn’t need to be “fixed”; we accepted
Andrew as a complete person.,

*Part of this story is adapted with permission of Singular Publishing Group, Inc.
Mu_,o_: __mum_wc_w.moﬁ w”. & Jorgensen, C. (1994). Including students with severe disabilities
b school: Fosiering communication, interaction and participati b iego:
Singular Publishing Group. Gk

e e

Crednng Moiusive CIciicitar y Juiiuwes e

Perhaps this family’s lesson is one that our educational system needs to
learn as well if we are to ever achieve true systems change: that a disability is
just one part of a person. Although most people nod in agreement with this
statement, educational practices and policies often do not refiect it.
Fducational plans for students with disabilities are, in many instances, cen-
tered on a student’s label or diagnosis. Never mind that a child is an avid fan
of dinosaurs, If he or she has mental retardation, there is a strong precedent
that, for this child, functional life skills curricular goals are far more important
than studying dinosaurs. When planning curriculum, it should never be denied
that the child has a disability, nor, however, should it ever be denied that he or
she likes dinosaurs. We rnust be vigilant in our attention to this matter.

Early Intervention and Kindergarten
School at age 37 My other children had played with their friends in the
neighborhood at that age and in so doing had learned to communicate,
play, and interact. ! listened to the experts explain how Andrew was not
“ready” to be with children his own age. Instead, he would spend 2
hours every day on a little yellow bus to attend a 2Y-hour readiness pro-
gram. There he would receive intensive one-to-one instruction from
teachers, assistants, and therapists in a cubicle or behind a partition.
Just before he turned 4, Andrew began walking independently. He
had us all running as he maved ta touch all of the things he had previously
been unable to reach. He had a sparkle in his eyes as he explored his
world. We thought that this was usual untif his teachers began describing
him as a child with no attention span and no concept of danger.

Parents know their children best, yet it is still difficult for some profes-
sionals to understand this simple truth. Unfortunately, the aura of professional
expertise is often strong enough to convince even the most confident of fami-
lies that what they want for their son or daughter is not as appropriate as what
the professionals feel that the child needs. For this reason, we need to be mind-
ful about the composition of a child’s educational team. Although it is cus-
tomary to bring together a group of adults who know the most about children,
disabilities, and schools, it is equally if not more important to bring together
the people in the child’s life who care the most. Though we seldom consider
caring to be a prerequisite for team membership, the advice and contributions
of these people will ensure that the hopes, dreams, fears, and nightmares of the
student and his or her family are recognized and respecled.

Our team requested a consultation from a communication special-
ist to discuss augmentative and alternative communication for Andrew.
He was not speaking yet, and our team felt that it was time to bring in
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w.::mw “expert.” | couldn’t sleep the night before the assessment. I tried
igure out a way that | could prevent this professional from hearing all
he things that Andrew couldn’t, shouldn ‘t, wouldn’t, won't, or cannot
before even beginning his evaluation, | found the communication
cialist in the hallway and, because | was nervous, could only think to
. “Please keep an open mind.”

The communication specialist looked at Andrew and smiled.
Irew was crazy about him right away. Together, they tried a basic
n of signs and functional gestures, and Andrew responded. | am
ased to say that my fears were unfounded because this man looked at
child and saw the same Andrew I saw. It was the first time that an
ert offered positive observations about my son before launching into
ew of recommendations.

m Special to Typical

2r time | began to question the wisdom of programs that separated
'dren according to their levels of ability. Andrew’s special education
thers were telling me that he lacked imitation skills, but when |
ught about all of the time he spent working in a cubicle, my mind
‘amed, "Who is he supposed to imitate?!” | knew that children learn
n each other, so I asked the team to enroll Andrew in a typical pre-
o0l. My suggestion was met with stares of disbelief and knowing

ks that meant that | was clearly a parent “in denial.”

The next big hurdie was kindergarten, which meant another big
ating for Will and me. We worked out our game plan ahead of
*—Will would play the “tough guy” as we tried to secure a typical
fergarten experience for Andrew. We quickly learned that the team
n't ready for such a bold move, so we compromised. Andrew would
nd a special education program 4 hours each day and would then
*the kindergarten at that school {not our neighborhood school) for a
rt time. The plan was to gradually extend the amount of time he _
2t in the kindergarien as he demonstrated success in this setting.

One day 1 visited the kindergarten to see how Andrew was doing.
arrived a few minutes after me, accompanied by his entire special
cation class. | kept watching. The kindergarten teacher greeted the
1p by announcing to her students, “Here come our special friends,”
kindergarten children slouched in their chairs. No one interacted
1 Andrew except the adult who was seated beside him.

We requested a team meeting the following day. We expressed our
cerns that Andrew’s time in the kindergarten was more like a field
than the beginning of his membership in the class. Six weeks later
'rew was fully included in kindergarten. Soon after, his teachers \
arked that he often looked to his peers for support rather than to
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adults for help as he had always done before and that the other kids
were truly enjoying being with him.

There are school districts that have spent years preparing for one student
to be fully included in general education. Other school districts have decided
to close all special education doors and include every student in a matter of
minutes. There is not one pace for change that guarantees sustainability or that
ensures success. A given school system’s unique history and experiences with
initiating and sustaining other change initiatives seem to be the best indicators
of how that district might most effectively proceed with inclusion. But we
must remember that children are waiting.

Just a Kid in the Neighborhood

One day while Andrew and | were walking around the annual local fair
in our town, a young girl about Andrew’s age approached us and asked
if Andrew would like to go on one of the amusement rides with her. He
was 5 years old, and it was the first time that he had been asked to play
with a friend—unlike my other children, who had gone to dozens of
places with their friends by the same age. it was uncommon that we
ever ran into one of Andrew’s classmates, as the kids in his class lived
on the other side of town. I decided right then and there that it was time
for Andrew to come home to our neighborhood school.

At Andrew’s next IEP meeting, | explained that we had no plans to
move and that because the neighborhood children would ultimately be
congresspeople, friends, employers, and neighbors in his future, he
needed to go to our neighborhood school. It wasn't easy, but the team
agreed. Andrew came home to our neighborhood school the following

September.

In some towns a particular school is designated for all students who have
a certain disability, as the special education program at that school has been
designed for students with that label. This can be troublesome on many fronts
bul is especially problematic when there is talk about student’s being educated
in a general education classroom at that school. Instead, the student should
attend his or her neighborhood school. Although this point may seem obvious,
many schools have initiated great efforts at system change only to realize later
that a percentage of the students at their school belong someplace else.

Socialization

When Andrew’s principal asked me what | most wanted to achieve by
including Andrew at his neighborhood school, 1 told him that | wanted
Andrew to go to a birthday party. He replied, with his head in his hands,




Jb Shapiro-parnard, d>gamban, LMxon, and Neison

that he definitely could not guarantee that this would happen. Two
weeks later, | called him to let him know that we had achieved our goal.
Andrew was going to a party that weekend!

In the beginning, as advocates of inclusion, we tended to focus on the
opportunities for socialization that the general education classroom provides.
Our stance was, in effect, “It doesn’t matter whether this student learns much of
the academic content in the general education classroom, we just want him or
her there to learn social skills.” Over time this stance changed mostly because
students with disabilities were gaining a lot of academic skills and knowledge
in spite of low expectations. Classroom teachers also deserve credit for this
shift, as many of them questioned the limited goals and objectives listed on stu-
dents’ IEPs. We realize now thal no student should have to choose between
learning to read and making a friend. We now know that both academic learn-
ing and social relationships are important and that for many students—both
those with and those without disabilities—they are linked.

Communication

Speech-language therapy was part of Andrew’s day in the classroom.
The therapist would observe what the class was doing and then deter-
mine (in collaboration with the paraprofessional and the teacher) how
Andrew could participate to the fullest extent while simultaneously
working on some of his speech-language goals. Andrew needed to learn
to communicate—and where hetter to learn communication than in a
classroom with his peers? Communication boards were developed, and
soon Andrew was able to make choices, indicate likes and dislikes, and
answer questions by pointing to pictures that corresponded to a variety
of events and activities.

Paraprofessionals

I had been questioning the wisdom of “attaching” an adult to my child
for several years, but ever since | could remember, Andrew had always
had an assistant assigned to him. It seems obvious that if an adult is con-
stantly with a student, there is the danger that both individuals will
become dependent on one another. At one point, the team decided to
increase the number of assistants who supported Andrew during the day
to reduce his dependence on one particular person. Andrew made the
transition beautifully and interacts well with many people, but the basic
problem still exists—dependence on adults!

Teachers of inclusive classrooms often say that the one thing without
which they could not survive is the additional adult that often “comes with” a
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student with disabilities. The use of paraprofessional support, however, has
been and continues to be an aspect of inclusive education that requires careful
attention, long-term planning, even delicacy. When paraprofessional support is
provided, the rate at which general education teachers welcome students with
disabilities tends to increase. This allows for larger numbers of students with
disabilities to be educated in general education classrooms. With paraprofes-
sional support, however, there may be a future price to pay in terms of the
teacher’s sense of responsibilily to and for the student, the degree to which
inclusive curriculum is developed and used, and the student’s friendships and
social relationships. The use of paraprofessional support can at times
adversely affect each of these, but the opposite is also true. The paraprofes-
sional in the classroom may better enable the classroom teacher to know the
student and may be an asset io both the development and the implementation
of inclusive curriculum and instruction. The student’s social relationships and
friendships may also benefit from this person’s facilitation.

This dynamic is with many types of supports, such as modilications to a
math assignment, time with an occupational therapist, or use of a personal
compuler. Often the very elements that can make a situation work well are the
very same elements that can make that situation problematic. The ways in
which supports are utilized are equally as important, if not more so, as the
kinds of supports we put into place,

For example, in one classroom a modified math assignment may be
merely one assignment in a pile of many that have been individualized for stu-
dents. The teacher sees his or her students as diverse, respects their unique
learning styles, and carries on. The modified math paper in this scenario sup-
ports meaningful academic learning for the studeni with disabilities and does
not compromise social inclusion or the student’s self-esleem. Imagine a sec-
ond scenario in which the rest of the class is doing a sheet of word problems
and one student receives a modified math assignment. With the greatest of
care, the student’s dignity might be maintained in this scenario, but our expe-
rience tells us more than likely it is not. Perhaps the classroom teacher feels
that the student’s need for a different assignment is a nuisance. Unfortunately,
there is arguably no such thing as the privacy of one’s own mind when work-
ing with children, so of course the other children sense this and learn that this
student’s difference must be tolerated but not necessarily valued. What then
happens on the playground later that day, when this same student with dis-
abilities wants to play kickball but needs assistance to do so? Are kids going
to see this as an opportunity for creative problem solving, or will they emulate
their teacher’s “Well, okay, I guess I've got to do this” approach? In this case,
the modified math assignment—designed simply to address math goals on a
student’s [EP—presents a subile but fundamental attitudinal barrier to the stu-
dent’s true membership in the class. In other words, what was designed to be
supportive is not—and is in fact the opposite.
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The supports we provide are simply people, things, and ways of thinking
that we have determined will facilitate meaningful learning and social inclu-
sion for students with disabilities. It is the way in which those supports are
offered, utilized, and regarded that ultimately allows us to evaluate their—and
our—effectiveness.

Looking Toward the Future

Will and | have the same hopes and dreams for Andrew that we have for
our other children. We want him to be happy, healthy, loved, and
accepted for who he is. We want him to have good friends, to have
choices in his life, and to have the supports to make those choices pos-
sible. These choices include whether to go to college, what kind of
work he wants to do, where and with whom he lives, and what he does
for recreation.

For Andrew, we know the end we’re traveling toward is more typi-
cal than special. There may be roadblocks along the way, but we keep
in mind that wherever there is a roadblock, there is a detour. On some
of these detours we find beautiful places that we might never have dis-
covered otherwise, In the end, we know that Andrew’s journey will
have mattered and that he will have made a difference in the lives of
everyone whom he has met along the way.

Andrew is now a sophomore at his local high school. He recently took his
English class mid-term exam by answering the multiple choice questions by
pointing to sections of a quadrant board. Andrew’s classroom teacher said that
he earned an A.

Parents often are the driving force behind organizational change because
they are the ones who hold and articulate a vision for their child’s future in the
coniext of the family and the community. Whereas others come and go in the
child’s life, many times parents are able to hold a long-range view,

FROM VISITING TO BELONGING: A SPECIAL EDUCATOR'S STORY

In 1988, about the same time the institute on Disability (10D} at the
University of New Hampshire began administering the New Hampshire
Statewide Systems Change Project, | was working as a special education
teacher. I would bring my special education class to the cafeteria against
the wishes of the school’s principal. According to the principal, my stu-
dents had not yet demonstrated “proper eating skills.” During that vear
and still today, the IOD provided intensive training and technical assis-
tance to my school district in which families and educators were rethink-
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ing the ways in which students with severe disabilities were being edu-
cated in our state.

As a firsl-year teacher, | learned a great deal. Among other things, |
learned that “proper eating skills” are not a prerequisite for eating in a
school cafeteria. I also learned that if I merefy taught my students the
skills on their IEPs, as I had been told to do, | would only increase their
proficiency in our special education classroom. My job, instead, was to
support these young children to work, play, and learn in the real world
of their school community. The only problem was that they had never
been invited to be there.

It is interesting to look back at the late 1980s and recognize that the bar-
rier being addressed at that time was basic physical access to general educa-
tion. Today we fight that battle far less ofien and now face the challenge of
finding ways for students with disabilities to have access to the general edu-
cation curriculum as well as to the social community of the class. Pearpoint,
Forest, and Snow (1993) framed this as shifting the agenda from “in" to
“with.”

Early Mainstreaming Efforts

1 asked Mrs. Jackson, the first-grade teacher, if my students and 1 could
spend some time in her classroom. She would tell us when to arrive
(usually around noon) and when to leave (when one of my students got
noisy). | always knew that Bobby was going to get noisy because he had
a lot in his 6-year-old life to get noisy about. So, we’d go into the first-
grade classroorn, hear the first page of a story or carve just one eye on
the jack-o’-lantern, and then turn around and leave. The next day I'd put
a note in Mrs. Jackson’s mailbox thanking her for the “mainstreaming
opportunity.” In the note I'd ask if she wanted me to take her recess duty
on Wednesday, if she wanted to borrow my math manipulatives, or if
she would like me to bring her chocolate or wine every day for the rest
of her life. | would have done anything to keep her classroom door
open for my students.

In those days mainstreaming was a favor, and teacher deals were the cur-
rency of exchange. Spending time in a general education classroom was
thought to be a good idea for certain students at certain times, but not for all
students ail of the time. We have since learned the crucial difference between
mainstreaming and inclusion and have learned that as long as eligibility crite-
ria exist and a student can be “bartered” in or out of an inclusive setling, two
separate systems of education are operating in our schools.
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Membership in General Education

“airly soon after the school year had started, | realized that if | kept up
vith the food and the compliments, my class could continue to visit
Mrs. Jackson’s first-grade class. There was nothing, however, that | could
1o to ensure that they could stay. In response, | shifted my mission from
‘ensuring mainstreaming opportunities” for this year to ensuring first-
jyrade membership for next year. | arranged a meeting with Mrs. jackson
wnd asked her to write down everything my students would need fo
cnow and be able to do before entering first grade. She gave me a long
ist, and ! got to work right away.

With hindsight being 20/20, it is easy (o reaiize that Susan could not teach
ier special education students everything that was on the first-grade teacher’s
ist or guarantee their membership in the first-grade class. This was not due to
1ovice instructional skills but instead to the facl that she had agreed to—and
:ven asked for—a list of prerequisites for entering first grade. But what really
e the prerequisites for first grade: Being able to be read to? Making a paper
slate mask? Acting the part of the cranberry sauce in the Thanksgiving play?
Jn one hand, Susan’s question about prerequisites was an attempt at ensuring
nclusion in general education, not just visitation rights, for her students the
ollowing year. On the other hand, Susan’s question Lo the first-grade teacher
evealed the reason that her students were segregated in the first place.

This incident exemplifics what has become a long-winded conversation
ummong educators about what constitutes any child’s “readiness” for first grade,
econd grade, eleventh grade, honor’s English, or the school band, What is the
wrpose of education? To draw a line in the sand and determine who can jump
ar enough to reach it, or to draw a line in the sand and work hard to support
d1 students to reach it? Our emphasis on educational outcomes and high stan-
lards makes this issue even more relevant.

Within educational circles professionals often agree on the value of high
earning expectations for students. These standards often prevent educationai
liscrimination. For example, we expect both male and female students to
ibtain a high level of skill in math and science. We expect students of all eth-
iicities to demonstrate sophisticated literacy abilities. Yet, thinking back to the
irst-grade teacher’s list of prerequisites, it has become apparent that there is
Iso the danger that high standards in and of themselves are discriminatory.
Vhat if a student never learned to use scissors? Would that mean that he or she
vould never be ready for first grade? Would it mean that if the student were to
articipate in first grade, he or she would never be considered successful? As
vith the use of supports, the ways in which we ulilize standards—nol the stan-
lards themselves—matter most. Education is not a science, it’s an art,
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Quality Education for All

A fellow teacher once asked me whether | had a sibling with a disabil-
ity. | answered that I did not, and she looked surprised. She S@qnmﬁmu
why | cared so much about students with disabilities and mbmﬁmnw:_?
about inclusive education. | did not know how to answer at the :ﬂm.
Today 1 realize that my passion for education is not limited to m_cm._Qm__.
education issues. | have realized that the inclusion of students with .QG-
abilities in general education often forces us to ask important o.cmm:o:m
about the education of all students. Sometimes these are questions we
may not have otherwise thought to ask.

Special educators are in a unique position to m:n..con. .:wn_c.ao: in a
school, though for some, the inclusion of students with n;.“mv_::nm in general
education classrooms may feel threatening. With time, training. and opportu-
nities to observe inclusive classrooms, many special m&:nm.:os teachers find
ways 1o fit themselves into their new role of inclusion facilitator. They know
their students well and are able to offer classroom teachers supports .m_a strate-
gies. For other special educators, the role of En__._m.o.z facilitator is one that
they would rather not take, and it has become increasingly common for these
educators (o become general education teachers instead.

OPPORTUNITIES ARE THERE ALL
ALONG: A GENERAL EDUCATOR'S STORY

As a general education third-grade teacher, my first direct ndzaﬂ.cs.g
Marc was in the lunch room. | was on cafeteria duty and asked him
to take his tray up to the counter. All of the second-grade n?..awm”:
were cleaning up and getting ready to go outside for recess. At first
Marc just looked at me, then he shook his head no. He .cwanmumn_ma to
throw himself onto the floor. | reacted without the luxury of time to
think the matter over. | immediately sat down with him and placed my
arm over his shoulder so that he couldn’t hurt himself or me. He was
very agitated and started to spit. | think this is when | fell in love .
with Marc. Funny as it may sound, ! felt a connection. | tatked quietly
to him.

Because Marc didn’t talk, he made sounds to let me know that he
was stifl upset. Eventually, his body relaxed, and | told him that he :me.mQ
to take up his tray up before going out to recess. He nodded yes, .50» _.:.m.
tray up, and went outside. | went in search of our school’s inclusion facili-
tator, as | wanted Marc to be in my third-grade classroom next year.
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Regardless of personal opinions about inclusion, every teacher is faced
with the daily incidents of school life and has to react quickly in a countiess
variety of situations. Grace handled the interaction with Marc by using respect
for his dignity, not by using knowledge gained in a training session.

The Importance of Caring

At the end of the year, | attended Marc’s IEP meeting and learned that |
would, in fact, be Marc’s third-grade teacher. [ was thrilled and told
Marc’s parents that | had requested that their son be in my class, They
were defighted and surprised to hear this. They told me that no teacher
had ever requested to have Marc in his or her class.

Grace wanted this student to be a member of her classroom. She wanted
to be his teacher, to teach and learn alongside him, and to play a significant
role in his third-grade year. This desire is more significant than we have
acknowledged in the past. Many parents of students with disabilities report
that although they do want their son or daughter included in general education
and although they do value the respectful provision of supports and services,
the classroom teacher's attitude about their child’s membership most affects
their sense of how well things are going. A teacher who greets a child in the
moming with a smile, who enjoys the gifts and talents the child has to share,
and who truly likes the child and is comfortable being with him or her means
more to many parents than inclusion advocates once realized. We should not
be surprised. Hundreds of parents of children without disabilities would say
the same—that they would prefer a teacher who really liked their child yet
used instructional strategies with which they did not agree rather than a teacher
who was at best indifferent about their son or daughter’s membership yet used
state-of-the-art instructional practices. It is possible that in our drive to get all
of the inclusive pieces in place for students with disabilities, we have forgot-
ten to atiribute due importance to this matter.

The Other Students

Patting ourselves on the back because including Marc in our classroom
was going so well, Leslie, the classroom assistant, and | were shocked
one day when Marc appeared to be extremely upset right before art
class. He really seemed to love art class, so we didn’t understand what
was happening. Before we knew it, Marc was on the floor, and Leslie
was supporting him. I quickly lined up the rest of the students and had
them go to art class. I'll never forget the look of fear on their faces—they
just didn't understand what was happening. About half an hour fater, |
heard my students returning from the art room. I did not want them to
enler the room and see Marc stilf on the floor with Leslie next to him, so
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1 met them in the hall and redirected them to the library. | asked them

1 n.
o ho\muuﬂw_h\“oor their seats, | held my breath because [ s\mm:.,_. mn“., all -
sure what to say. (They never taught me this in college.) | Qm_QQM to jus
tell them the truth as simply as possible. | m.m»mm 3m.3 to ...‘m._.:ma. Mﬁ a
time when they were less able to na_ﬂ,.:cz._nmwm their mm.m.::m.m wit )
words. We tafked about what they had done in those m:.c.ma:.._“:m. mﬂ: §
suggested that what Marc was going through today was simi mm nm_ Mw B
experiences. He had become very frustrated and upset at :Ma mhnm p
to explain what he was feeling. | asked them uo.ﬁm:qm:,_vmh oﬂ_\ mm.w
after they had gotien very upset and had acted in a way that s os.m..
their frustration. Most of them agreed that they had been very embar-

i instances. .
Emmmw.hmx_m,d% NMM_S to respect Marc’s feelings and to m__mmmm go @mnk __Nmo
the classroom and start their reading assignments E;.:ocq staring m_.r im.
I assured them that Marc would be fine but Smn.mm his Qmmmﬂﬂumm\_.ﬁ ey
had the power to make Marc feel like he was still a part our the M ass.
When | felt sure that everyone was comfortable, we _..mESmQ. to the Q
classroom. | could have kissed every one of those children—they acte

like they did this every day.

In many of our earliest efforts to En__aw wEan..:m with &mmc:Emm. én_ mM”
dom proposed changes regarding what nr:a_.n:. in general aacnm:M:_”" min
rooms were learning. Ours was a position of mn.wm::an, and even as adulls, "
sometimes felt we had been granted only conditional membership to gene:

i idn’t want to rock the boat. o )
ng:nmuuﬂw”om__m might read Grace’s account of :mzn_._m:m this Emmn”_ﬁﬁr ﬁEMH
tion as time *off task™ for the rest of the class. They might be wary oa GM_..M -
ority that was placed on having all students ::.A_n_.m.man_ the mmo::mm_w: P
iors of one student. They might ask whether time was taken away from “r
_nm_sw_mm .mae.OnEom for quality education for all students become more w:n._i_”
edgeable, experienced, and confident, we become more comfortable n_cmw”_w:m
ing what all children are learning. Anyone i_..o _E.m R.ma a newspaper | e
1990s could argue that lack of tolerance for .&ﬁa& _=.>jn:n§ m%n_ww
troublesome. With all due respect to the nE.:..E_m cvonmcnm._s mn=Mo st m%
it is time lo expand on what we teach our n.EEE:. Educating stu ..HQ wi :
disabilities in general education classrooms is not the reason Em.n this %xvm:
sion is needed—these students have simply :o_moa n_nn._._m to an issue at ﬁn
have sometimes pretended not 10 see. Along with teaching EEF. mo_mun,_un. _n_N
eracy, and the like, it is imperative that we help students _o.&d to live m:miw v

with one another (which is exactly what Grace was teaching her students).
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MSE: taken mn:ocmww‘ this notion has systemic implications that reach much
arther than the curriculum used in the classroom

They Already Had 1t Figured Out

As I grew professionally and personally as a teacher that vear, | often
found myself holding my breath and saying a little prayer 3m\~, I wy y fel
@.m mn.\w to handle situations as they arose. One such situation _.:co\c d
MM___N h_ﬁ. named Rose and a Cooperative learning lesson. Rose is mOme ’
n 1 7 .
_cmma.s\ O won't quit. She has Down syndrome and is well liked by her
. That day, the class was working in small cooperative groups in
which their roles and responsibilities rotated. One of the roles m_omm_.. ned
on S.G day was note taker, | remember well the moment that ! am.mw___.. d
that it would soon be Rose’s turn to write, becayse in my mind, m_:mwm
wasn't yet able to do so. As | roamed around the room, | bc...bo\mm._._
saved Rose’s group for my fast stop. I didn’t know S&mm ! was .9..:.4\ £
say or do. | was concerned about Rose’s feelings. e
My concern was unnecessary. When ! walked over to Rose’s group,

figured something out. “You see,” he said, “Rose knows how to write th
letters—she just can’t spell the words, so we are going to spefl them um
for her while she writes them down.” Kids are the best teachers -

{ believe that my students sensed from the beginning 3&..__ was
committed 1o making all students valued members of our class, When
m_,._..Qm.:a without disabilities observed my interactions with &:Lm:@ ith
disabilities, they saw no difference, Don'‘t get me wrong, there were "

Our year together went weil, All of my students fearned and | did
6.0. ! began the vear both excited and anxious about mn..:nm:r stud
with disabilities in my classroom. By the end of the year, whe y M.:a
with disabilities entered the room, | simply said hello \ o stdent

- General education teachers, as catalysts for change, represent the “typi-
mmn world E.a can mvuzwmo: sinations without introducing a stigma of differ-
Nce or specialness. Their impact is Ereatest when they take responsibility for

each child’s schooling and when the i
d’s schooli Y communicate thalt i -
dents with disabilities is Just that—good teaching, oo taching forsu
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CONCLUSIONS

What have we learned about creating inclusive elementary schools? Qur
answers fall into two categories. First, there are things we can do. Second, there
are ways we can be. The list of things we can do—strategies that make inclu-
sive schools more likely—grows everyday. We know the necessity of a school
philosophy, administrative support, and common planaing time. We know the
value of technology, teacher training, and innovative instructional strategies,
We have learned that the involvement of parents, inclusion facilitators, and
paraprofessionals is vital, We know what we can do to create inclusive schools.

Our experience tells us that we must learn more aboul the second cate-
gory. There are far too many schools in which a list of things to do to create
an inclusive school is in place, yet students with disabilities are still offered a
“continuum of placements,” inclusion facilitators are seen as the enemy, class-
mates question the fairness of curricular modifications, and families feel seg-
regated. Why? These situations may have more to do with who we are than
what we do.

To varying degrees, inclusion is stili seen as a mere option in many
schools, even those we call inclisive. Membership in general education for
siudents with disabilities may be their right, but it is not always an assumption.
Although people value diversity more now than in the past, the belief still
exists that although all children are unique and different, some children are
really unique and different. Then, once again, these children are set apart from
other children—perhaps not in our schools but in an even more powerful
place, our minds. Change is in the air, and although we espouse to be propo-
nents of it, it is by its very nature threatening. There is always the risk that we
will change only to the point to which we still feei comfortable, and there is
always the chance that the changes that matter most lie beyond that point.

We have learned that who we are matters greatly to the process of creat-
ing inclusive schools. This is both bad news and good news—bad news
because orchestrating human commitment, building human community, and
gathering courage are far more difficult than writing a school philosophy,
scheduling commeon planning time, and providing teachers with training.
Recognizing the essential rote that our human integrity plays in the creation of
inclusive schools is also good news—because the power is in our hands.
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